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ABSTRACT

The basic problematic issue confronting us in the
study of black American writers and literature is that of determining
whether we can identify the factors which conduce to the development
of given social role conceptions, since the latter determines
intellectual and artistic orientations to reality. In general, the
problem is that of ascertaining the extent to which these roles are
the consequences of common socialization or of concrete social
relations. Once we have identified a writer's social role, we expect
a convergence in stylistic orientation between his and that of other
writers who pcssess similar role conceptions. Analysis proceeds by
empirical inquiry into the variety of structural contexts within
which writers are located from one historical period to another; and
identification of the process by which the writer's social role is an
outcome of given types of structural and historical locations. In
general, the issue is that of the greater degree of instability of
the literary artist's role, which is the consequence of its weak
institutionalization in modern American society. By treating the
isste of intellectual and social role this way, the sociology of
knowiedge achieves sharper differentiation of the occupationally
prcblematic mandates in which these roles consist, and clear
perception of the variety of references to which such roles are
oriented. (Author/JmMm)
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THL SCCI0LOGY OF BLACK AMERICALN LATCRATURE:

THE (HaAGING SOCIAL ROLE OF DLAGK WRITILRS

Background
To even the most casuzl cbserver of Amcrican society, the relations
betveen bieck sud white citizenc must certainly coastitute one of its most
problematic aspects. “Yhe history of black people in American socicty has
been in virtually cvery aspect unique. No other ethnic group in the U.S.
underwent the experiences of enslavement and the subsequent reluctance of
goveratznt to enforce the laws in protection of its citizeaship rights.

Wita the abolirio:

o

of slavery, federal law for the first time departed from
the tacit zlliznce it shared in the support of that institution. And this
cccurence warked the beginning of an as yet uarcsclved conflict between
legal and cultural prescriptions regarding the matter of race., It is this

situation that makes up the background of the historical drama of race-

relations in the present century.

The Ideological Response

re nave

(¢}

Arong black Arerican intellectuals and community leaders th
been two basic patterns of ideological orientation to the plight of black
people in the United States: separation and assimilation. LCetween these two
teadencles there has existced a persistent tension, often reflected in the

different social class locations of competing advocates. Understanding

such ideological oricntations is essential to apprehenling the assumptions

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



[ 34

[&0

or prem’scs Lhat chuwacterize a hisrerical pericd. Dot even more importantly,
ideclo, cal world=vicws nerve as a basis fors insight into the self-coancep-
tions, or social roles, assw.ed by those intellectuzls vho endorse them.
Specific.liy tbe major race relations ideolopies manifested by black intel-
lectuals bave been

(1) Booker T. Wisiingten's self-hLelp cmphasis on industrial

ecucatior. for the black masses, which was the dominant race

. Though Vashing-

[}

. relntions ideology up uitil his doath in 191
toea vwas the most influential black leader among white American

phiicnthropists, his nssition did not g0 unchallenged.

(2) W.E.B. DuBois, the Harvard cducated historian, advocated an

Integrationist approach to be achieved through the education of

a black leadership class, the talented ten per cent. Indeed the
.

- Vashington~DuBois controversy coastituted the most significant
controversy in pre-World Var I black American intellectual life.
It seems a general axiom in intellectual history that all major
transiozrnaticns in intellectual outlook are prcceded by periods

of conflict between competing schools of thought.

The approach of the N.A.A.C.P, and the Urban League were to become
the institutional embodiments of the integrationist race relations
ideology. Advocated by intellectuals who werc products of the
middie class strata and integrated universities, this approach

of cducation and assimilation has been by far the most persistent
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if not aluvays, the most popular. 2lJeasons for its long tenure
are basiczlly iastitutionnl, Siree the dewth of Booker 7.
Washingtoa the integraticaist-assimilationist wovement has
received the groavest e of {inruncial support and legiti--

metion from vhite philanthropist and covernment leadevs.
I &

Even so, this ddeology was not te go unchallenged,

.~

(3) iarcus Caxvay, a Jameicen, came tc the U.S. in 1916 to

™

reet Boorer T. Washington with the ostensive purpose of

soliciting suppert in sctting up a Tuskegee type institution

in Jamaica. Instead, (Carvey developed a ceparatist philosophy

aad crganizaticn based in Harlem. This movement presented the
“integrationist" advocates perh-ovs their greatest challenge.
Several factlors facilitated this tura of events. One, Washington
died before Garvey met hir; tro, Wocdrow Wilson's emphasis on
sclf{-deternination of subject pcoplecs. Three, with the generally
deteriorating plight of black agricultural.workers in the South
and with the need for increased industrial nenpower during World

|

War I, large numbers of black people migrated North. This pre-
cipatated race riots and an overall increasc in tensions between
white and blacks. Given all these difficuliies of urban adaptation,
a wood of discontent began to spread among the black masses. Four,
Garvey's cwn lack of familiarity with industrial cities, especially

his misapprehension of how to build industrial enterprises, With

these facts aud, also, the failure of existing intellectunrl and
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community leadaers to articulate the discontent in ethnic terms-—-
Garvey's separatist appecal touchad off a flame of enthusiasm.
This hack-to-Alvica ddeolopy wes te enjoy its greatest vogue in
the carly part of the 1920's. ¥hy [t proved more effecctive

among the black nasses than the integrationist's ideology ha; Lo
do precisely with its strongly expressed anti-white hostility
snd its emphasis upcu 'etimic pride'. Although the integra-
tiouist etihic woeuld remain doniaant, thercafter the ethnic
nationalism represented by Garvey was to provide a persistent
ccunterpoint., The hostile reception that met the Garvey movement
frem black leaders, busincsomen and the government has to be
understood in terms of the instituticnal supports granted the.

]

integrationist' approach. It was so to speak the official race

relations ethic.

<

Indecd under conditions oprerpetual poverty and low rates of social
mobility, thére is a scnse in which this ideology is indenmic to the blacx
urban ghetto. With the traditional ties to the church weaxkened by the tran-
sition-from the rural south, the persisting effects of economic insecurity
and racial discrimination, integrationism is little more than an irrelevant
ideal. Garveyism initiuted an unpreccdented ewphiasis on ethnic pride. Fo;
the first time the issue of community, not as a transit stage to integration
but as a permanent entity, became a possibility., In a situation previously

defined as being appropriate only to industrial education of the masses or

classical cducation of the elite, Garvey initiated bold redefinitions. Yor




r
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Iis was the fivst approach widch Jenicd the implicit assuwption that
integration was o desireable goal. The fact that he was prosccuted under a
questionable charge and courrroom procecdings would seem te further attest
to the institutional attrvibution of odium to his movement. But ever
sinc. the 1%20°s, the notaon of ethnic naticnulism has proved a persistent
and troublesoire irritant to integratlonists.

(4)

4 [

) troublesone irritant to the integrationists organizations but no
3 Y

-

he last ideolojical response to race relations, also a

friend of etinic nationalism, was Marxism and the comnunist party.
Never did Marxism have a greater influence among black American
inteilecruals than during tue depression decade of the 1930's.

But it never succeaded in the realization of its grass roots
ambitions among the black masses as had the Garvey movement.
Indeed most of the black intellectuals who weré attracted to
Marxism were none other than prominent integrationists of the
1920's decade, who were alienated from both Aperican capitalism
and the ethnic culture of the poor blacks who inkabited the large
city slums. They were generally better educated and moved in
more interracial social circles than did thc average black American
slum dweller. Ironically both Marxism and the integrationist
approaches are parallel in their dc—embﬁasis on ethnicity and in

the hostility they expressed toward the Garvey movement.

While they do not share the same suppositions about social order,

this common distaste for 'ethnic nationalism' ma, accouant for the fact that

) .
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wany disillusioncd intepratiouist black intellectuals turned to farxisw

rather than cthnic nxtloualism. Fellowing the Sccond World Var the response
of many disiliusioned integrationists would be xpatriation to Lurope
rather thawr Harxium. Thougn Luropean expatriation has heen of ro signi-
ficance in terns of the black rasses, it has had important consequcnces for
the expatrioted black Anerican intellectual's conception of his social role
in relations to the Awmcrican social scenec.

Interestingly there is no overlap betucen the two categories. larxist
of the thirties did not tend to expatriate; disillusioned integrationists
of the post~uar forties did.

We sunmarize the above ddeological orientations in the following

typology.
Race Relarions
Ideblogz

Economic Integration Separztion Period of Dorinance
Position ) ' ' ‘

N. A. A. C. P. Tuskegee | I-Pervasive 20's,40 s,50's
Capitglistic I 1 I1-Pre-1915

) . 111-1930's

Communist Garveyism?

Socialistic Party UNIA IV-Earlyl920's .
111 v

The above is intended only as a sketch of the race relations
jdeologies and organizations up to the mid-fifties. It is not meant to be

. . - AL
erhaustive, for we have excluded the existeatialist ideology of the 1950's,




the ¢xpatriation ideolopy, the new civil rights activism of the late

and carly 60's ond militant separatists idcology of the late 50's.
Ouviously no study of stylistic oricentations in black literature can
exclude the later devclopnents. However, our purpose here was not so much
to Le definitive, as it wus to provide a background of the ideclogical
currents which have influenced the black writer's conception of his social

)

role. More on this later; now we will place the preceding ‘deological

oricatations in a sociological perspective,

I

RACE RELATIONS IDEOLOGIES I SOCIOLN”""AL PERSPECTIVES

Wnat we find when we examine the above idenlogical responses socio-
logically is that they correspond to definite structural conditions.
Ethnic nationalisum appears to have had its widest appeal among Lhcllowcr
strata, whercas the integrationist ideology attracted the support of the
black middle classes. Whether the integrationist's position accented
merely cconomic opportunities or general social integration seewms to have
been gependent upon the social background and occupational base of the black
middle class. The black bourgoise strata, whose socialization and educational

experiences were primarily segregated and whose occupations are located in

the black community (teaching, law, medicine, etc.), manifested a concern

for greatey economic opportunity. Whercas their opposites, the black inte-

grationist emphasized not only greater economic opportunity but also social -

integration, The socialization and educational experiences of the group

ERI!
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ten¢ to be interracial. 1t is this version of the integrationist ideology

viidch received the greatest support and legitimation {rom vhites. &4s
opportunitics for professicnal employnent outside the black community
increases, along with dncreasing enrollment of black studeats in inter-
racial universities—-the likelihood is strong that the black bLourgoise
strzta will be replaced by an integrationist oricnted black middle class
group. Moteworthy, the assunption upon which this approach is based sug-
sests that the probleus confroated by black Americans could be alleviated
by “2 combination of educaiion, good will and legislative prescription of
racial discriwination., The fact that most such legislative pr¢scriptions
lacked adequace enforcemcat apparatus played no small part in the increas-
ing cynicism tovard the motives of white leaders.

The structural basis of ethuic nationalism is the disproportion
betwean the economic impoverishment of the black masses as contrasted to
the increasing prosperity of the'soci;ty at larpe. VWhereas tie period of
Marxist influence was one in which the impoverishment of the black masscs
corresponded to that of many whites--hence, the basis for the articulation
of anialliance. We will not here enter into the detail of the process. OQur
aim is only to suggest the interrelatedness of structural and ideological
factors.

. Social integration of black Americans into the wider soclety can
only proceced by the disintegration of the black group as an ethnic entity
in American society. We should thercfore expect to find little or no scase

of ethnic identification among black intellectuals during these periods
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when integratioaist idcolopgy is dominant--us was the case with the llarxian

advocacy of woriur's intigraticn during the depression of the 1930's aad
the civil rights advocacy of integration iun tue 1940's and 1950's.

The mocel we are proposing liere is that of value conflicts and com-
peting status systems. (See Gusfield, 1960) Under conditions of integra-
tionist ideolcpy, there is an inplicit symbolic degradation of cthnic
culture., Tor the zbove intcg;ation, rathey assinilation, accents the
values of the douninant culture, such as its patt;rns of education, family

life, work, leisure time habits, etc. Such traits of ethnic culture as

dialcct, food habits, modes of dress, dance and behavior are symbolically

degraded. This matter has received extensive discussion in reference to

intellecteals in developing countries.

As a sociciogical phenomcnon, it is not difficult to understand how
this process pr- :eds by means of social mobility. Given relatively low
rates of upward robility, however, CSpccially_gencrational succession in

urban slums--the result of an integrationist outlook is likely to be a

widespread sense of low self esteem and dislocation.

'

Basic Preblem: Social Role of Bblack Arer :an Writers

As more and more systematic study of intellectual and artistic
oricatations is conducted, the sociology of knowledge promises to open a new
frontier of iaquiry.

In his book, Idealogyv and Utopia, Karl Mannheim refers to the intel-

ligentsia as a relatively classless, socially unattacked intelligentsia

a

(frivebende intelligenz). (See Mannheim, 1936) He goes on Lo suggest that




thedr bacigrounds are too differcativted to pevmit their fdentification as
a class., 'Coasequentlly it caunot be waintainced that they arce henojpoencously
cetermined.  There is, however, cne uniiyiug socielogical bond between all
greups of intellectuals, namely, cducation, which binds them together in a
striking way."

Howcver, Mannhein seems wormewhat uncertain about this as ve note
in anotiiey ceitext he writes:

Intellectual end cultural history s surcly shaped, among
other things, by social relations, in which men set confronted
witlh cach othoy, by proups within which thev find nutval stinulus,

WSO COnCTe

wh te scrugples oroduce eatelechies and theredby alwo

Inyiuence Lo a Jarge extent shapes, art, religion and so on.
{Lzphas®s added)

What Mannhein refers to as an entelechy ve designated as a social
role. The basic preblematic issuce confronting us in the study of black
Anerican writers and literature is that of deternining whether we can
identify t.e factore which conduc; to the development of given social role
ronCOptionsL For it is the latter waicn determines intelle tual and
artistic oricatations to reality. In general, the problem is that of ascer-
tainiilg “he extent to wiich these rcles arce the coasequences of cormon

socialization (i.e., cducation, social class, c¢tc.) or of concre:tc¢ social

relations.

*  Forrmulation of tne problen in this wvay avoids two prevaleat pitfalls.
One. is that extmplified in Mannheim's work, and that of intellectual
nhistoriens and critics. The delineation of primary factors is so vagjue as
to obscure the relationship between thew. Thus, for example, the term

"shapes" as a designation of relutionship botween factos is plainly inadequitte

.

LRIC
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Two, assuption of the point to be proved. The intellectual and
ariistic roles wre treated as products of social class, national charazter,

and the like., Mar:'s formulatiorn is a familiar case in point (see Marx,

In a recent paper we attempted to provide a scheme for wider range
of differentiation between the social organization contexts of intellectual
and artisuic roles. Our objectives wvere to differentiate between the duties
incumbent upon such locaticas and, also, to distlaguish between those social
M Ykd '/\v\(-fnj:h\j -

structures that conduce te integrational orieatation and those that do not

(see "Institutionalization of Intelilectual Process," Center for Social

Organization Studies, #154),

Returiing now to the problem of freiwebende intelligenz, hypothesis
is that non-institutionally affiliated intellectual and artistic roles vary
widely in the degree to which they are structurally embedded versus free
floating. §uch roles are far less likely to be removed from structural
coatexts than Mannheim assumed. Our objective is to delineate the structural
context of the writer's location and its orientatioa to reality as the
basis for determination of hs social role conception, Once we have ideati-
fied a writer's social role, we therefore expect a convergence in stylistic
orientation belwecen his and other uriters who possess similar social role
conécptivns.

Success%ul literary works are often arrested forms, and there are

few better examples of this than Richard Wright's Native Sca. It came to

serve as a noccl for aspiring young black authors of the 1940's. Undertaking,
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the lopeiatives of {evm and emphasis dictated by the rodel, be £ a suc-

cessiuvl novel, poem, or play, cmustitutes rothing less than the ansumption

of a role cefindvion of one's scif as a writer. Just as stylistic orieata-
tion zoriesponds Lo 2 role cenception, it is also the writer's preferred
node of parception. hat Thovnstein Veblea so aptly termed--occupational
psychosis. Tiie tyne consiruct «f the Native Son rodel dictated a 1 terature
of naturalistic protest.

As noted, our zim vill be to distinpuish between socialization
determivants of the writer's social role versus those of social relations.
Analysis here thea procecds not by assumption ;f tire problematic issue, but
rather by empirical inguiry into the varicty of structural contexts within
vhich writers are located from one historial period to another; and identi-
fication ¢f the precess by which the writer's social role is an outcome of
given type strucrtural and historical locations.

In general the issue is that of the greater degree of instabilityv of
the literary artist's role, whick is the consequence of its weak institu-
tionalization in modern Armerican socicty. By treating the issue of intel-
lectual and social role this way the sociolegy of knowledge achieves sharper

L

differentiation of the occupationally problematic mandates in which these

roles consists and clear percepticn of the variety of references to which

K

such: roles are oriented. This approach mafss a departure from intellectual

history which tends to treat idcas as though their history were independent

of the lives and preoccupations of men in their social existence.

Whea compared to socially organized occupations such as the profes-
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sions and wape labor, the problematic nature of artistic and non-acadenic
intediectual roles bLecomes quite clear. T is this vole context that

Everctt Hughes refers te as an occupaticn's mandstes, vhich Yclain to

My

define not merely for themselves, but for others as well--proper conduct
with respect to the matters concerned in their wvork.” (See liughes, 1952)
Lacling an institutional base, the mandate of intcllectual and artistic
worx becomes 1ts most problumatic element.

It is the objective of our analysis of black American literature to
exﬁiain hov such mandates coime into being as a consequence of changes ir
the social backgrcund and location, explanation ~f how the black American .
writer's ideological orientation is articulated in terms of the above and
what, ovarall, has been the consequences of thesc changes in the conditicns
under which the black writer exist in American society, namely their social
relations, for the pattern of devglopment of black American literature.

Ordinarily the mandate of occupations tend to te unproblematic. For orienta-

<

tions to the inmediate sphere of reality is regulated by the control
structure of the institutional setting such as vage work or socializaticn
such as is the case of the professions. Study of university affiliated
intellectual spheres such as the sciences indicates the functiong of both.
contrel and reward structures as the basis for structural consensus and
intigratcd continuity.

In studying the development of non-institutionally aifliliated intel-

lectual and artistic roles, it is important to take note of both the systen

of cxchanges and the sewantic references that sustain them--in a laxge

Q
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historicul perspeccive.  As Remacth Rurke so aptly states it:

GL courve, 31 the conditioas of living have undergone
radical changes since the time vhen the schene of duties and
virtue crystalized, the scrvi feceability of the orientation nay
be impaircd. Our duties may wol surve their purposes o vell
as they once did. Thus we way no longer be sure of our cduties,
uvith the result that we way cease to be sure of our motives.

Ye may then be open teo o neu theory of motjvations then we should

be at a tire wvhen the idea of dGuty was more accurately ¢ adjusted
to the situation (see Burke, 195%),

The transformation of occupational structure in western society from
a'feudsl to a contractual set of relations had far reaching coasequences for

the roles of artists and intellectuals. In one seanse they vere freer than

they had been, but also their status was more insecure. Their place and

- condition of life were subject to wide ranging fluctuation.

It is true, as Hughes points out, that "modewn industrial and urban

societies and cconomics, no matter what the political systems under which

they operate, are characterized by a wholesale mobilization of people away

from traditional and familial activities into more formally organized work."
Lut actually the case was quite the opposite for literary artists,

".:. . There are some indications that, as an indirect result of their role

A3

in removing literature from the control of patronage and bringing it under

the control of the laws of the market place, they (the booksellers) both
assisted the developrent of one of the characteristic technical innovations
of the new form--its copious particularit and.explauation-—and nade possible
the remarkable independence of Defoe and Richardson from the classical

tradition

(See Watt, 1967) This appears to have been the conscquence for classical
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tradition genarally with the modernization of the literary artfst's role.
With the exception of the Soviet livjon and other socinlist bloc countries,
no attempt has been undertaken to professionalize the writer's rolc and,
c¢f course, his orientation.
Given changes in historical conditions and corresponding changer
3 P ;
in oricntation, we have the phenomencn of "in-datedness" versus “out-~

datedness" or orientation. Thus ve find between authors the sirultancous

0

xistence of incompatible orientations—-which arc the products of different
50c£alization and social relational experiences. This, of course, can be
referred back to the weak institutionalization of literary roles--and the
wide range of freedom of reference permitted them than, say, the roles of
physicists and economists. "In-datedness" of outlook would seem to cor-
respond to an orientation's develosment in respoase to new historical and
social trends--whereas "out-datedness" simply has referncce to older and

extant social and historical conditions. Thus the romanticisn of the 18th

~

century were 'in-dated" in the sense it was a product of changing conditions

of life--whereas, classicism was "out-dated" in the scnse that the coadi-
tions Sf life that conducad to its maintainance, namely narrow based educa-
tional and social relational experiences, ceased to exist with the demise

of the aristocratic stratum. There are countless other examples of "in~
datedness" and "out-datedness" of outlook, for non-institutionally bounded
intellectual and artistic orientations appear Lo have limit:d tenures. This
would appear to be a consequence of the fact that their role conceptions

are much more directly governed by the fluctuating fortunes of historical
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concitions~~aspecially in so far as the latter affects the writer's social
location, livelibood and sense of sclf-esteen.  Ue hear such refercnces
{requently today when certain intellectuals are designated as being
"oriented to the cold war" and others to "post cold war idecology." The
implication of "lag" is definitely there. In our analysis o black
American literature, we will be particularly concerned to identify these

various strata of historical reference in the orientations expressed.

-

Changing Social Contexts, Social Roles and Stvles
I+ 3 &

Of Black American Uriters: A Preliminary Qutline

. The relationsiiip betweer the dominant ideological orientation of

‘the writer's social context and writer's conception of his role is of

crucial significance. Especially important is a differentiation of the
system of exchauges between the black literary artist and his social con-
text--educative, financial, emotionally supportive, etc. A mistake cormmonly
made is that of assuming all writers to have a basically similar social
context; relationship to it and conception of their responsibility as an
artisti In general, this context may vary from that of an ethnic group,
geographical region, nation state, social class, circle, etc. Understand-
ing the nature of this social context and the writer's reference to it is
very closely related to the problems of provincialism in literature. The
literary style, or role, designated as modernisg is distinguished by the

fact that it has a rather narrow social context, namely that of literary

circles, and its conception of its responsibility tends not to extend

-
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beyond an allegiance to "art for art's sake." With the exception of a few
individual black American authors, noderniem has been of slight canscqucnco.
The social context and the author's conceptions of his responsibilities
have usually extended beyond that of narrovw literary circles. dasically
black American literature hus been etinic and/or political in orientation:
the decade of the 1920's vas characterized by an orientation of ethnic
realisn, the Harlem Renaissance; next there was the period of the late 30's
and the decade of the 40's which was characterized by a mood of nation-
alistic protest, modeled on Richard Wright's Nativc Son; the decades of

the 1950's was uunder the influerce of the existentialist individualism of

Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man; this was followed by the orientation of,wo¢u/JV“$¢w

as expressed in the essays and fiction of James Baldwin and the civii
rights activities of Martin Luther King; lastly, the mood 1s one of mili-

tant nationalism--initiated by Malcom X and best exemplified in the writings

A .

of Leroi Jones. The following section will offer a brief sketch of cach of
the§c orientations by relating them to the outline of background ideologies
in the {irst section. Analysis of these shifts in orientation presents the
basic ‘outline of our dissertation.

The Harlem Renaissance of the 1920's )

Following the emergence of Marcus Gavvey and the new mood of ethnic
priac in the 1920's, we observe the development of the larlem Renaissance
literary movement among black writers. The school's major exemplars, Jean
Toomer, Claude cKay, James Weldon Johnson, Countee Cullen and Langston

Hughes had all attended colleges. Both Johnson and Cullen were graduates,
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withh the former haviug attained a law degree and the latter a Phi Leta
Kappa graduuxte of New York University. They vere all products of middle
class backgrounds--which in the scveral decades after 1900 meant that their
parents had middle class occupations such as school teaching in black
American communities. Though well educated Ly the standards of the day,
2ll had erratic occupational histories. Having assimilated the values of
white Anerican culture, they were all frustrated in their adult lives by
the barriers ¢f racjal discrimination. Yet none was a radical, except
McKay--who belenged to the communist party. Given the basically inconm-
patible forces which made for the development of the literary orientation
of the liarlen Renaissance school, it is not surprising to discover the
movenment's ambivalence of meaning reflected in lives and writings of these
authors,

On the one hand it stressed the intrinsic quality of black American
ethnic culture, while on the other it symbolized the high levels of educa-
tional achievement attained by a few blacks. This latter fact was thought
to be a testimony of the talent of black American individuzls. One finds it
most directly stated in Alain Locke's essay, "The New Negro."

Sentinental interest in the Negro has ebbed. We used to
lament this as the falling off of our friends, now we rejoice

and pray to be delivered from self-pity and condescension. . . .

There is a growing recalization that in social effort the co-

s operative basis must supplemeat long distance philanthropy,

and that the only safeguard for mass relatioas in the future

must be provided in the carefully maintained contacts of the

enlightened minorities of both race groups.

The ambivalence was not logical rather it was a lived contradiction
S

in the lives of these writers. In response to the increased social con-




L
|
k
;
|

- ERIC

i P o o

19

sciousness of the black masses, the black writer's conception of his
relationship to the larger black group chanped, lowever, this was facili-
tated paradoxically. The developnent of the movement itself only became
possible as a consequcace of increased social ties between black writers
and white patrons. The latter's intercst in the life of the black masses
was not the product of Garveyism, but rather an exotic primitivist vogue
which had cone to fore following white intellectual disillusionment with
the war. lience, white artists-patrens sought out the life of Harlem and
friétndship with black artists. The most significant white figure for the
Harlem Rencissance was Carl Ven Vechten, a leading member of the New York
literati. Thus the cthnic rcalism of the lHarlem Renaissance was in fact
tix: interception of two contradictory trends which facilitated its emergence. -
One hypothesis we shall be interested in examining is whether black
Amcrican literary and cultural endeavors during this decade were the pur-
suits of those whose socializatiog wvas inter-racial and who were otherwise
prevented frgm attaining a middle class occupation and life style. When we
turn to the.next period of the late 30's and 40's, black American writers
tend to be less well educated. 7The fact that stands out about most Amcrican
writers is that they tend not to be university graduates., Is it because
midéle class professions in the wider society were closed to blacks—-
educated or not-that these men turned to literary occupations as a means of
realizing their intcegrationist value orientations? These and other
questions we will address ourselves to in our analysis of the period of the

2

1920's.
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As we turn to the next siguificant period in the development of
black American literature, the naturalistic protest phase of the late 30's
and 40's, we obseyve quite a different group of writers. Unlike the
writer of tu.e decade of the 1920's, these writers were not products of the
black wmiddle class strata. Naturalism came into vogue in American Jitera-
ture after the turm of the century, in the works of writers such as Theodore
Dreiscr aad Frank Norris., Not until the depression in the middle thirties,
when much ermphasis was placed upon the exploitation of the poor, did
natrualism come into prominence in black American literature. In contrast
to the Harlem Renaissance which was influenced by the ethnic nationalism of
Marcus Garvey, this movement reflects the ideology of Marxism. Richard

Wright, the son of poor black family from rural Mississippi, was the

exemplar of naturalism in black American literature. During his formative

years in Chicago, Wright's early associates were }arxists, though he later

denounced allegiance to the party publicly., He retained many of the assump-
tions of Marxism, its strong emphasis on proletarian themes and class
exploitation, but withdrew explicit endorsement from its philosophy. Sub-

'
secuently his work vould evidence a strain between Marxist and ethnic thought.

reign until the early 50's.

' To what extent was the diffusion of this stylistic outloox the pro-
duct of participation of young black writers during the period in socio-
metric circles of Marxism or imitation of Native Son as an ideal form? This

is always problematic in the cmergence of any artistic movement. Noted

20
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abovi, it refers to the distinction between role concept and style as the

preduct of background and gocial rclations versus that of imitation or

leaming of received wodels (education). It is not cnough to know that so

and so learncd such and such teclinique from Dostevsky and Conrad--we nust
}

also ascertain the source of the worls meaning. The latter is far more

likely to have reference to contemporaneous frames of meaning.

The next major stage of black American literature is the decade of
the 1950's, which is dominated by Ellison's zggjéible_ﬂgg and post=war
cxi;tentialist ideology. Having cone into vogue during the second World
War, though clearly much older than this, existentialism was a reaction to
the mythical and irrational impositions of the group. Be its origin ethnic,
religious, political or moral--existentialism stood in opposition to trans-
historical meanings. Moreover, though this is only marginal to Ellison's
work, it was an expression of lost faith in the sciengific Aationality in
human affairs. Satre and Camus were its most popular post-war exponents,
Tnough much too complex to enter into here, the prototypical existentialist
situation is one of choice-~the individual in isolation of the group,
expressions of existentialism in American literature. Richard Wright, thea
resident in Paris and formerly the leading figure of the naturalistic pro-
tesi school, also camc under the influence of existentialism, This was a
time vhen its socio-metric circle included people such as Satre and Simone

de Beauvoir. Wright's novel, The Outsider, is a fitting testameat to this

fact.
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Avong the wost significent features of this orjeatation was the black
American vriter's changed conception of his role vis a vis the Jarper
blazkh conmunity. le ceased to view himself as “spowesran of the group’
rather he sav himself as an individual. Tollowing the war there had been
a geaer:l nood.-of disillusionnent with Mariism. In part thic vas a.rcaction
to Stalin aad the Soviet German pact duric); the early stages of the second
Vorld War. but no less inportant in the U,S. were the activities of Senator
Jostpis McCaxrthy who, through the public ridicule‘of intellectuals and
artists, once again made individualism a fashionable intellectual outlook.
No systematic cultural history of this period--with explicit attention to
its literary phase--exists. lowever, disillusionment, often expressed as
'enlightenrent' was widespread. It is also significant that Ellison's
novel was pudlished soae two years before the Supreme Court's epic making
desegregation decision.

Emphasis upon iudividuatioé of experience, heightered subjectiviza-
tion of peréeption, vas strongly manifest. Issues concerning the author's
isolation from the problems of black American community life were particu-
larly accented by more than one critic of existentialist black American
authors, .

0f importamnce, we must explore such issues as those related to the
social cxperiences that correspond to the stylisﬂf%ricntacion of this period.
Might this crientation be explaincd by the isolation of these authors from

black Amcrican community life? In view of the fact that rany participaats

in the phase of black American literature are still living, it will be
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possible to probe the conditions in greater depth than will be possible
for the two preceding moverents.
v

Next we have tlie period of "moral suasioa" in black American
literature, exemplificd by the writings of James Baldwin and the civil
rights philosophy of Dr. Martin L. King. A great deal of concern is mani-
fested toward affecting the conscience of white America.

The last period we will be concerned with emerges during the 1960's,
following the liarlem riot of 1964. Malcolm X was the source of its ideologi-
cal orientation, which ecmphasized a militant nationalism. There exists
many parailels between this orientation and that expressed by Marcus Garvey.
however, the black self-help componcent became differentiated from the more
general movement of militant nationalism. This occured at the tiwe that
ﬁalcolm X left the Black Muslim organization. In the writings of Leroi
Jones, there emerges a new school of realism which stresses hostility and
confrouatation in race relations. Unlike characters of the 1940's, here

there are no Bigger Thomases. Only warriors. The Dutchman, The Toilet and
\

Ti:e Blave are the three works that initiate this new sciiool. 1t is sigrifi-

cant that poetry and the theater assumed praviﬁéa over the wovel as vehicles
for black literary cxpression. This may be a conscquence of the shifting
audicncc orientation of the black writer during the 63's. Firsc, the
writer's role assumed 2 much more explicit political mandate. Second,

because tihiis mandate entailed an effort to increase etinic consciousness

and group solidarity, whites for the first time were but a minor consideration
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in the black author's orientation. In conjunction to these developments
black litercture returns to an ideological franework which is indemic to
the problems of black pcople in the urben slum.

Structurally this receat movement's context was not so much the
entire black American comaunity, indeed a definite tension existed between
the exponents of nilitancy and the old integrat ionist-existentialist
school. Leroi Joues and his followers stress a militant response to
Anerican raci;m. As yet it is too early to foresec the fate of this trend,
buc.with the establisihment of independent black publishing houses such as
has happened in Detroit and Chicago--there is a likelihood that black
American literature may for the first time have a life independent of white

publishing houses.

Overall, we plan to achleve our ends by three techniques of study.

(1) Study of the historical settings within which each of the above
listed stylistic orientations emerged. This includes study of the biogra-
phies ©f writers and secondary critical commen“ary of the period,

(2) Analysis of the works of literature themsclves--with special
attention toward verification of our hypotheses concering the social facto}s
that operated to effect style. Such aspects of fictlonal representation as
the milieu, character types, racial composition of book characters, treat-
reats of time--especially the character's past, the motives of actioa that
impell the books characters, ctc.

(3) Interviews of specialists in the field of black American




literature, especially those who have participated in one or another way
in the literary move.wats listed above. And also, we will interview as
many black writers as we can via railed qucecionnaires, ?
Given the nature of the historical data that we must rely upoa for
N our analysis, it is neccessary to secek informatioa from as many sources as
possible as a check upon distorted impressions and sources of disajreenent

between respoadents., Additionally, our interviews will provide a most

valuwble scurce of information concerning publishing, patronage and literary

apprenticeships.

As conceived, then, our studv proposes to analyze styles of literary
orientation in relationship to social structural changes in the wider
society and the ideological manifestations corresponding to such changes.
Oufl central concern throughout will be that of discerning changes in the

sccial role of tne black American writer and a delineation of those forces

whicn facilitated thkese changes.
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